embraced the theory of separate creation. He was impressed by Morton's collection of skulls, though. For a collector like Agassiz, the effect was dramatic, and he wrote to his mother at once: "Imagine a series of 600 skulls, most of Indians from all tribes who inhabit or once inhabited North America. Nothing like it exists anywhere else. This collection, by itself, is worth a trip to America." However, in the same letter to his mother, Agassiz recorded another event that may have either reflected his conversations with Morton or simply jolted him into a con? frontation with the issue of race. He wrote of his encounter, for the first time in his life, with a black man:
"All the domestics in my hotel were men of color. I can scarcely express to you the painful impression that I received, especially since the feeling that they inspired in me is contrary to all our ideas about the confraternity of the human type and the unique origin of our species_Nonetheless, it is impossi? ble for me to repress the feeling that they are not of the same blood as us. In seeing their black faces with their thick lips and grimacing teeth, the wool on their head, their bent knees, their elongated hands, their large curved nails, and especially the livid color of their palms, I could not take my eyes off their face in order to tell them to stay far away."
Despite his personal repugnance for the blacks he encoun? tered, Agassiz later claimed that his beliefs on racial typolo? gies were without political motivation, and he remained a staunch abohtionist, a position that seems contradictory given the later proslavery embrace of his views. Morton, a Quaker, also argued for disinterested science, although his assertion, in Crania Aegyptiaca, that ancient Egyptians were not black and in fact had employed blacks as their slaves seemed to support American slavery. But clearly, highly subjective political and aesthetic decisions governed the development of polygenesis, ton's alone was more than 18,000 acres) and owned as many as 3,000 slaves. In 1850 the white population of Columbia was just over 6,000, whereas the slave population was in excess of 100,000. Given this huge disparity, upcountry plan? tation owners were justifiably fearful of slave uprisings and used a variety of fear-inducing tactics to ensure docility. Thus, if attitudes toward slaves were more tolerant, even paternaUstic, in Massachusetts or even Virginia, in South Carolina disci? pline was deemed necessary, and the need for discipline seemed to encourage an attitude of contempt toward slaves.
How Agassiz hit upon the idea of photographing the slaves is not fuUy known. The idea may have come from Morton, SUMMER 1996 who had given Agassiz a daguerreotype of a young African European ? he will invariably present the highest type of the European, and the lowest type of the negro_If the very best type of the European is always presented, I insist that justice, in all such works, demands that the very best type of the negro should be taken. The importance of this criticism may not be apparent to all ? to the black man it is very apparent."
As Douglass so pointedly noted, the meaning of representa?
tions is governed not only by who makes the image but also by who looks. If this view accords with much recent critical theory that acknowledges the role of the observer in construct?
ing knowledge, it also points to the part that museums and archives play in fixing meanings. By adhering to immutable versions of historical truth, such institutions structure informa? tion according to ideologically inflected principles. But rather than dismissing or rejecting these institutions, it is important to critically examine their practices and to recognize that their versions of history are not absolute. Such critical methods will help foster multiplicity, subjectivity, and relativity in the con? struction of histories.
